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On March 13, Colombians went to the polls to elect representatives to the national legislature. The
voting followed a difficult campaign period marred by rebel violence, procedural irregularities,
and widespread confusion over the balloting process. According to preliminary election results, the
ruling Liberal Party maintained its majority in both houses of Congress. The Liberal Party won 62 of
the 102 Senate seats, as well as a majority of seats in the House of Representatives. The Conservative
Party came in second in both houses. The April 19 Democratic Alliance (ADM-19, the political wing
of the demobilized M-19 rebels) suffered a major setback, losing eight of the nine seats it had held
in the Senate. ADM-19 leader Antonio Navarro Wolff denied reports that the setback will affect the
party's participation in the upcoming presidential elections, scheduled for May 8.
The abstention rate nearly 70% of registered voters was the highest ever in a Colombian election.
The low voter turnout was attributed to several factors, including a campaign of rebel violence
aimed at disrupting the elections, little enthusiasm among voters for the candidates, and confusion
over procedural matters regarding the balloting. During the weeks and months leading up to the
March 13 balloting, rebel groups launched a series of actions aimed at sabotaging the electoral
process. All told, rebel violence against citizens holding or seeking local or national office resulted in
69 politicians dead, 185 wounded, and 23 kidnapped since the beginning of the year.
Reacting to the wave of pre-election violence, the opposition Conservative Party had called on the
government to postpone the elections. According to the Conservatives, pervasive rebel violence
made it impossible to campaign in about half of Colombia's 1,000 municipalities. Meanwhile,
widespread confusion among voters stemmed in part from the huge number of candidates running
for office. Competing for a total of 256 House and Senate seats were a record 5,333 candidates
representing 36 different political parties and movements. Each voter was allowed just 90 seconds
to mark two newspaper-sized ballots (one for the House and one for the Senate). Voters had to
select among 251 names and photos on the Senate ballot, plus 628 on the House ballot. In both cases,
the candidate listed was the head of a list of other candidates. If the head candidate won twice the
number of votes needed to win a seat, then the second candidate on that list would also win a seat.
If the head candidate won triple the number of votes necessary, then the third candidate would also
win a seat, and so on.
Voter apathy was also fueled by extensive reports of involvement by candidates in fraud and
corruption. For example, just two days before the elections, Rafael Forero Fetecua a former
congressional representative and a candidate for a Senate seat was arrested in possession of 2,500
falsified voter registration cards. Voters must present such cards at a polling station in order to
receive a ballot. Prior to the elections, weekly magazine Cambio 16 Colombia published a list of
some of the criminal and civil charges currently faced by 36 well-known politicians. The magazine
cautioned that the list was just a sample of the more than 700 investigations pending against
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politicians, including 70 of the congressional candidates running in the March 13 elections. During
the past six months alone, seven congresspersons have lost their seats following convictions for a
variety of crimes.
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